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Youth is an important time in the life of an individual. As a distinct 
stage in the life cycle, this period is not only defined by age, but 
also by a set of developmental tasks, such as finishing school, 
starting work, moving out of the parental home and starting a 
family, that reflect societal norms and expectations. But large 
economic and social transformations and the recent recession 
in the U.S. fundamentally altered the conditions under which 
young people are growing up because they affected their ability 
to achieve a level of economic security sufficient to start a life of 
their own . Despite this emerging consensus in the contemporary 
youth literature however, we currently have very limited knowl-
edge about how certain groups of young people and especially 
those from disadvantaged backgrounds are faring under condi-
tions of growing uncertainty. The Chicago Youth Voices Network 
(CYVN) set out to ask young people in Chicago directly about their 
concerns, worries and hopes. 
 CYVN consists of eleven city-wide youth media organiza-
tions  that collaborated over the course of one year to engage 
youth in online polling and social media tools to create their own 
stories and provide a means for sharing them with the larger 
community. The project combines elements of pedagogy (social 
media training), research (develop and conduct a poll) and action 
(media production) in a unique way that allows young people 
to be meaningfully involved in every step along the way and 
thus, distinguishes it from conventional, primarily adults-driven 
research agendas. While such an approach certainly violates some 
basic academic rules of conduct, it provides a unique and fascinat-
ing window into the lived experience of disadvantaged youth in 
Chicago.
Background
  1see Furstenberg Jr., 2008; Furstenberg Jr. et al, 2005; Settersten Jr. & Barbara, 2010
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“
                                                          
...large economic and social transfor-
mations and the recent recession in 
the U.S. fundamentally altered the 
conditions under which young people 
are growing up...
During the kick-off event, focus groups of young people under the 
guidance of issue experts began brainstorming issues and ques-
tions related to housing/neighborhood, health, crime/violence, 
education and work. A research team developed these ideas into 
a survey which was administered as a paper & pencil pre-test to a 
separate focus group of 11 youth. Their feedback was then used 
to revise the final version of the survey, which was first admin-
istered as a paper & pencil survey to 147 youth connected with 
CYVN organizations. These findings were used to establish a base-
line of data. Finally, the digital version of the survey was adminis-
tered by a team of about 40 youth pollsters online. As a result the 
sample of respondents is not representative of young people in 
Chicago, but rather approximates a convenience-snowball sample. 
Such a non-probability technique is well-suited for the exploration 
of little-known phenomena among less visible populations such as 
the experience of disadvantaged youth . 
Methodology
698 young people between 12 and 24 years old responded to the 
digital poll. Slightly over one third was male (34.3%) and some-
what less than two thirds (65.7%) were female. While we did not 
directly ask for parental income, the fact that the overwhelm-
ing majority of respondents is of minority status (65.4% African 
American, 16.3% Hispanic, 6.9% non-Hispanic White), resides 
on the South and West Side of the city and has limited access to 
family health care benefits  suggests that they did not come from 
privileged backgrounds.    
Demographics
 3For a more detailed description of the process please refer to the CYVN website
  4When asked for the source of the family’s health insurance, 34.2% did not know, 
26.4% Medicaid and only  28.1% job
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In summary, employment and finding a well-paying job are the 
primary concern for young people in our sample. A job is not only 
seen as a way to gain independence and build a future for one-
self, but also to stay out of trouble. Activities and programs are 
largely evaluated with regard to their capacity to provide money, 
human capital or stability. But how do young people anticipate to 
transition into stable employment that allows for a bright future 
and what supports are available to help them do so successfully? 
While an overwhelming majority (95.0%) views volunteering and 
other extracurricular activities as helpful experiences one can put 
on a resume, even more youth in our sample (96.0%) recognize 
the critical importance of school for building a future. These 
numbers demonstrate that young people are well aware of the 
rising demands for educational attainment in an economy where 
stable manufacturing jobs have been largely replaced by precari-
ous jobs in a highly segmented and flexible service sector.   
Because of the importance of education in shaping future life 
chances, it comes as no surprise that young people in our sample 
experience school as demanding and stressful (74.1%). What is at 
Employment and Education
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least noteworthy is the overwhelming confidence in their ability 
to succeed with hard work (96.7%) and with the help of teach-
ers and counselors (96.6%) even after potential setbacks such as 
a failed grade or being held back during freshman year in high 
school. In their assessment of the most important factors de-
termining the quality of education, young people in our sample 
see themselves as the most important one (96.7%), followed 
by family support (93.5%), good relationships with teachers 
(85.4%) and afterschool programs (79.4%). While two thirds 
(64.7%) think that living in a neighborhood with a good school 
is the most important factor contributing to a good education, 
only one third (33.2%) believe that going to a magnet school 
would make a big difference. In fact, only one fourth of our 
respondents (25.7%) said that they would go to a better school if 
given a choice. In light of the large scale reforms of the Chicago 
Public School (CPS) system currently underway, this last point in 
particular is at least noteworthy because the presumed benefit 
of more selective schools does not seem to be recognized by the 
majority of young people in our sample.  
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 As young people maneuver these uncertain transitions 
from school into the labor market, society also expects them to 
develop norms and values to guide socially acceptable modes of 
interaction and behavior along the way. But the social contexts 
such as neighborhoods and schools in which young people learn 
to interact with others vary significantly in their composition for 
different groups of young people and can foster or inhibit posi-
tive development. This aspect became very apparent right from 
the start. Young people in our focus groups kept emphasizing 
the difference between “knowing what the right thing to do is” 
and “what one actually has to do”. This distinction is profound 
because it suggests that there might be instances in which the 
two are not the same. While we were unable to explore this 
theme with open-ended and descriptive questions, we were able 
to ask a set of close-ended questions about conflict resolution 
strategies. When confronted with a hypothetical conflict situation 
the majority of respondents (42.3%) said that they would walk 
away or try to solve the situation peacefully. The more interesting 
insight however, was that only a mere 6.4% would call an adult 
authority figure such as a police officer or teacher. Almost two 
thirds (64.6%) of young people explained that involving such an 
external figure would likely make one a target of ridicule or future 
attacks. These responses are by no means exhaustive, but they 
speak to the general theme of a potential divergence between 
general norms and situational options. This is a fascinating insight 
that deserves a more in-depth exploration, because it raises the 
question how young people resolve such a tension and to what 
extent existing supports and resources (e.g. adult role models or 
authority figures) are actually perceived as such. 
Navigating Conflict: What is the Right Thing to Do?
The biggest problem facing me 
and my family today is:
Not having jobs with good wages
Crime and Violence 
  
Other 
    
Health 
    
Poor Education in School 
Lack of Decent Housing
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 These difficulties are deeply engrained in an environ-
ment that fosters a latent fear of crime and violence. The fear of 
crime is the second biggest concern among young Chicagoans 
(21.8%) who participated in our poll. In contrast to the issue 
of finding a job, this fear is somewhat more prevalent (26.2%) 
among younger youth age 12-17. But regardless of age, about one 
fourth (26%) of these young people witness violence at least once 
every week and 63% worry about violence in their neighborhood 
at least sometimes. 
 While they see territorial conflicts, relationship is-
sues and money as the most prevalent causes for violence in 
their communities, jobs and opportunities for young people are 
seen as the most effective violence prevention by 38.5% of our 
respondents, a percentage that reaches 41.8% among the 18-24 
year-olds. The second most effective prevention of violence in 
the neighborhoods in which these young people are growing up 
is seen in the reduction of exposure to violence at home (25.3%). 
Among our 12-17 year old respondents, support for this state-
ment reached almost thirty (29.5%) percent. 
 Whereas much of the neighborhood literature empha-
sizes residential turnover and disorder  such as people hanging 
out on the streets as an important ecological predictor of neigh-
borhood crime, the young people in our sample were somewhat 
indifferent in their assessment of newcomers and people hanging 
out on the street in relation to crime. While the latter are gener-
ally not seen as likable (84.9%) they are also not regarded as a 
particular threat (86.4%), a cause of crime (70.9%) or as bringing 
the neighborhood down (66.5%). But for respondents them-
selves, hanging out on the street is not really seen as a way to 
make friends (75.2%) and they are evenly split over the question 
whether it is risky or even dangerous  to do so. 
Violence and Crime
Optimism Despite an Uncertain Future
 In sum, with their responses these young people have 
provided us with some important insights into their social worlds. 
While these young people are concerned about their ability to 
make the transition into an insecure labor market, they also 
recognized the critical importance of building their human capital 
in the form of education and relevant experience. The neighbor-
hoods they live in, the schools that they go to and the families 
they come from harbor serious risks and hazards to their well-
being and provide these kids with vastly different resources and 
opportunities compared to their more privileged contemporaries. 
These environments often confront them with societal expecta-
tions that at times do not match the options perceived to be avail-
able and sometimes lack appropriate guidance for how to resolve 
these contradictions. But despite these obstacles, their fears and 
worries about an uncertain future, there is also a strong sense 
of optimism and faith in their abilities. Now it is up to adults to 
hear their voices, because everybody deserves not only a second 
chance but a first one.
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